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Picture Division, Public Archives Canada, 
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Canada’s River Heritage 

Canada’s rivers together make up one of 
the most important elements of our national 
heritage. 

Archaeological research has shown that 
Canada’s rivers were an everyday part of 
the life of aboriginal people from earliest 
times. They were a major source of food 
supply, and a vital link in the network of 
transportation and commerce long before 
the arrival of European settlers in North 
America. 

In trading with the Indians it was only 
natural that the first explorers and traders 
would use the same travel routes, follow- 
ing lakes and rivers across the continent. 
These waterways were the threads that 
gave a diverse country a common bond of 


commerce and kinship and encouraged 
the first notions of nationhood. 

With the establishment of permanent 
settlements, rivers became the tools of pro- 
gress. They were harnessed as power for 
grist and saw mills, and carried logs and 
freight barges that fed the mills and de- 
livered produce to distant markets. There 
is scarcely a major town or city in inland 
Canada today that cannot claim a landing, 
river crossing, portage or mill in its an- 
cestry. To understand our rivers is to un- 
derstand the development of our country. 

Our rivers have created much of the 
landscape; carving the valleys, building the 
deltas and shaping the estuaries. Their 
waters nurture the forest, meadow and 
marshland habitat of a rich variety of wild- 
life and provide a diversity of tourist and 
recreational opportunity that is a national 
treasure. In this vast country, that contains 
more fresh water than any other, many of 
our rivers remain as they were when man 
first saw them thousands of years ago. 
Others, with settlement and progress, 
have been subjected to changes, the con- 
sequences of which were given little con- 
sideration. 


Dams for flood control and hydro-electric 
power stations have caused the inundation 
of huge areas upstream. Forestry opera- 
tions and log driving have caused erosion 
and silting of the river beds. River banks 
have become sheathed in stone and 
concrete, watercourses diverted, falls and 
rapids have disappeared, and marshes 
filled in as economic progress attempts 
increasing control over nature. Factories, 
cities and farms continue to use the rivers 
as waste dumps for sewage and chemi- 
cals, until fish can no longer live and the 
waters become unfit for recreation. An im- 
portant part of the national heritage is en- 
dangered. 


The Canadian Heritage Rivers System 
Recognizing the need for action, the fed- 
eral government, a number of provincial, 
and the two territorial governments have 
agreed upon a cooperative conservation 
program: The Canadian Heritage Rivers 
System (CHRS). Through their parks ad- 
ministrations Canada’s heritage rivers are 
being identified and management pro- 
grams put into effect to manage and pre- 
serve them for the public’s benefit and 
enjoyment. 

Because it is sometimes impossible to 
conserve the entire length of rivers, a 
Canadian Heritage River may be simply a 
segment of a river. A Canadian Heritage 
River is defined as including its immediate 
environment — the lakes, ponds and es- 
tuaries through which it flows. 


The Canadian Heritage Rivers Board 
The Board is comprised of two representa- 
tives from the federal government (Parks 
Canada and Indian and Northern Affairs), 
and one from each of the provincial and 
territorial jurisdictions that choose to partici- 
pate in the CHRS. 

The Board's main function is to make 
recommendations to the ministers respon- 
sible for Parks Canada and the managing 
government agency on the designation of 
rivers. It also develops a public awareness 
of the CHRS, encourages the nomination 
of rivers for inclusion in the System, and 
monitors the status of designated rivers. 
The Board may also recommend removal 
from the System of any river which no long- 
er fulfils the objectives of the System. 


Nomination and Designation of 
Heritage Rivers 

While nominations for designation of a river 
as part of the CHRS may be submitted only 
by participating governments, private citi- 
zens or groups are asked to present sub- 
missions to their provincial or territorial 
parks agency concerning any rivers they 
feel worthy of consideration. 

Federal, provincial and territorial gov- 
ernments will co-ordinate research studies 
of a river being considered for nomination. 
These studies indicate whether a river 
should be nominated on the basis of its 
natural, historical or recreational value. 

The government responsible makes the 
nomination through a submission to the 
Board. The Board reviews the nomination 
to determine if it conforms with the spirit of 
the selection guidelines and makes recom- 
mendations for acceptance or rejection to 
the ministers responsible for Parks Canada 
and the nominating agency. 


Selection Guidelines 

To qualify for consideration a proposed 
heritage river must be of sufficient size, and 
contain most of the key resources and 
ecosystem components necessary to dem- 
onstrate its heritage value. The quality of 
the water must also sustain the processes, 
features or activities that make it unique. 

In addition the proposed river must fulfil 
certain selection guidelines to show that it 
qualifies for the CHRS on the basis of its 
natural, historical or recreational value. 

Natural heritage value will be recognized 
when a river environment is an outstanding 
example of a major geological, fluvial, 
geomorphological or biological process; 
or if it contains unique, rare or outstanding 
examples of natural formations, areas of 
exceptional natural beauty, or the habitat 
of rare or endangered species of plant or 
animals. 

Human heritage value is present in a 
river environment which has had a major 
impact on the historical development of 
Canada, has a strong association with im- 
portant persons, events, movements or 
achievements or contains man-made 
structures, works or sites that are unique, 
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rare, of great antiquity, or are highly rep- 
resentative of major themes in Canadian 
history. 

Outstanding recreational value of a river 
recognizes the special relationship be- 
tween people and water that is essential to 
recreation. To qualify for designation under 
this category a river environment must 
possess a combination of recreational op- 
portunities and related natural values. 
Types of opportunities include canoeing, 
kayaking and other forms of boating, as 
well as swimming, camping, hiking, and 
wildlife viewing. Related natural values will 
depend upon its scenic beauty and physi- 
cal attributes such as accessibility, naviga- 
bility, quality of shoreline and wildlife habi- 
tat. It must also be capable of being en- 
joyed without major loss to its natural, his- 
torical or aesthetic values. 


Management of Canadian Heritage 
Rivers 
Each designated river will continue to be 
managed by the government in whose ju- 
risdiction it lies. Before a river is formally 
designated to the CHRS the government 
agency making the nomination will prepare 
a management plan. The plan will be the 
sole responsibility of the managing agency 
and it will not require the Board’s approval, 
although it will be deposited with the Board. 
It will establish the boundaries of the man- 
agement area, and will set forth the policies 
and practices to be followed by the manag- 
ing agency in accordance with the objec- 
tives of the System. 

Parks Canada will assume the cost 
of the Board’s Secretariat as well as that of 
publicizing the CHRS at the national and 
international levels. It will also assist with 
the preparation of studies and plans. The 
government responsible for managing a 
river will assume the cost of development 
and operation. 


The Challenge of Conservation 

Once-a part of our heritage disappears it is 
lost forever. Conservation is a challenge 
that faces all Canadians, not just their gov- 
ernment agencies, and the Canadian Heri- 
tage Rivers System is a step in facing that 
challenge. The cooperation of everyone 
will ensure that our river heritage is pre- 
served and managed for our use and en- 
joyment. 

Individuals or groups interested in sug- 
gesting rivers for nomination as a Heritage 
River, or who wish to make comments and 
suggestions on the management and use 
of designated rivers, should contact their 
provincial or territorial parks agencies or 
the regional offices of Parks Canada. 

_ For more information about the Cana- 
dian Heritage Rivers System contact: 

Canadian Heritage Rivers 

Parks Canada 

Ottawa, Ontario 
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